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Culminating a legal process that began more than three years ago, on May 30 the Venezuelan
Supreme Court found former president Carlos Andres Perez guilty of misappropriating more than
US$17 million while in office and sentenced him to 28 months in prison. The following day, Perez's
Accion Democratica (AD) party voted to permanently expel him.
Perez, elected president for a second time in 1988, was forced from office in May 1993, eight months
before his term ended, amid mounting charges of corruption. Perez was arrested two years ago and
has been under house arrest since July 1994 since Venezuelan law prohibits incarcerating persons
over 70 years of age. Because of the time he has already served, the 73-year-old Perez will be eligible
for release by September at the latest. The court found Perez guilty of misappropriation of funds,
but dropped the charge of embezzlement. During the entire legal process, Perez never explained
where the US$17 million from a secret security fund went, although evidence indicated that some of
it was used to provide security for Nicaraguan President Violeta Barrios de Chamorro shortly after
her election in 1990 (see NotiSur, 12/09/94 and 06/16/95).
Fifteen Supreme Court judges had the task of deciding whether to accept the recommendations
in a 700-page report drawn up by trial judge Luis Manuel Palis, which reportedly called for a
guilty verdict and the imposition of a four-year sentence. In the decision, 11 judges voted for
the conviction, while 4 abstained. However, the court opted for a shorter sentence than Palis
recommended. In addition to the prison sentence, the court ordered Perez to make restitution for
the money spent on the security mission to Nicaragua, with the exact amount yet to be determined.
Along with Perez, his former secretary of the presidency, Reinaldo Figueredo, was sentenced to 28
months in prison, banned from political activities until his sentence is completed, and barred from
holding public office for an additional 28 months. Figueredo who has been a fugitive since early 1993
was also ordered to pay legal costs and to reimburse the state for the loss of "public patrimony."
The Supreme Court also handed down 14-month sentences for former government officials
Carlos Vera and Oscar Barreto on similar charges. Another co-defendant, former interior minister
Alejandro Izaguirre, was pardoned by President Rafael Caldera in 1994. However, the court barred
him from public office and ordered him to pay restitution. After the decision, Supreme Court
president Cecilia Sosa emphasized that the sentences are "definitive and cannot be appealed, and
those terms are not negotiable since they are provisions of the Constitution."
Because the sentence is less than three years, Perez is not prohibited from returning to political
office. In addition, as a former president, Perez is a "senator for life." However, legal debate has
begun on whether his conviction of a felony offense will strip Perez of his legislative seat. Perez
insists that the conviction does not affect his standing in the legislature, since he acquired the
Senate seat by virtue of his first term in office (1973-1978). However, former attorney general Ramon
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Escovar Salom, who originally filed the criminal charges against Perez, said the Constitution clearly
bans from congressional posts those who are convicted of committing felonies while in office. The
matter may have to be decided by the Supreme Court.
Although Perez was relieved that the court did not follow the sentencing recommendation of judge
Palis, he insisted that the legal action against him was politically motivated. Perez blamed Caldera
and AD leader Luis Alfaro for the judgement against him, which he called "a total injustice."
Nevertheless, Perez vowed to return to political life as soon as he is released. In his first statement
after the decision, Perez said that in September he would go into the streets to continue his "struggle
against this government, the worst that Venezuela has ever had," and to rescue the AD "from the
sorry state that it is in."
Perez began his political career in the clandestine Partido Democratico Internacional, a forerunner
to the social democrat Accion Democratica (AD), both founded by former president Romulo
Betancourt (1959-1964). Perez was minister of the interior during the Betancourt administration. He
became secretary general of the AD in 1969, won the party's nomination, and was elected president
in 1972. After leaving office in 1978, he was elected vice president of the Socialist International
and was active in international politics, particularly in war-torn Central America during the 1980s.
After becoming the first Venezuelan to be elected to the presidency a second time, he triumphantly
reassumed office in 1989, but his administration quickly found itself in serious difficulties.
Faced with increasing pressure from international lenders, Perez immediately imposed rigid
neoliberal structural adjustment policies that set off a social explosion in February 1989, with
widespread rioting and looting in Caracas's poor barrios. The military response to the unrest left
more than 300 dead by official count, while human rights organizations claimed the death toll
approached 1,000 (see Chronicle of Latin American Economic Affairs, 02/21/89 and 03/02/89). The
rioting weakened Perez's ability to lead the country and more political troubles followed. Perez
weathered two attempted coups in 1992, and accusations of corruption increased (see NotiSur,
02/26/92 and 12/08/92).
In late 1992, journalist Jose Vicente Rangel accused Perez, Figueredo, and Izaguirre of misusing US
$17 million from a secret security fund and of profiting illegally from a change in the exchange rate.
After the Supreme Court found probable cause to pursue the case, in May 1993 Congress voted to
back the court decision, stripped Perez of his immunity, and suspended him from his duties (see
NotiSur, 05/14/93 and 05/21/93). The Supreme Court issued an arrest warrant for Perez and his
ministers in May 1994. Following the issuance of the arrest warrant, the AD suspended Perez from
the party. Following the guilty verdict, the party's undersecretary general, Aristides Hospedales,
announced that the former president had been formally expelled. Hospedales said party statutes
expressly call for the expulsion of any member who is found guilty of crimes committed while
carrying out public office. Public officials generally praised the Supreme Court decision.
Attorney General Ivan Dario Badell Gonzalez said the verdict against Perez and his ministers
has great importance. "Despite the relatively light sentence, it has great significance for future
generations," said Badell Gonzalez. "It is the first time in the democratic history of the country
that we brought criminal charges against a sitting president for crimes committed while in office.
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Caldera, who campaigned on an anti-corruption platform to win his second presidency in 1993, said
that Perez belongs to a "grim past most Venezuelans prefer to forget."
However, Jose Vicente Rangel called the sentence ambiguous and cowardly. "It is a compromise
decision because it reflects the pressures on the magistrates from all sides," said Rangel. "It's
ambiguous because it doesn't satisfy either side." Rangel also said the outcome still leaves many
questions. "The former president is found guilty of misappropriation but not embezzlement," said
Rangel. "If there was a crime of misappropriation, that implies that someone benefited. But in
this case, we have the old concept of a crime without perpetrators and we are left in the middle of
the road. It is typical of the kind of justice meted out in Venezuela, a justice controlled by those in
power so that the judge's discernment counts for very little and the judge is often subject to outside
influences."
Meanwhile, the wave of discontent and disapproval that hit Perez early in his second term has
dissipated and he has regained much of his earlier popularity. That, say analysts, is partly because
the economic policies of President Caldera are even more severe and unpopular than those initiated
by Perez. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 05/30/96; New York Times, 05/31/96; Agence France-Presse,
05/30/96, 05/31/96; El Nacional (Caracas), 05/31/96, 06/01/96; Reuter, 05/29-31/96, 06/03/96, 06/04/96]
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